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Abstract
This study investigates the relationship between materialism and social consumption motivation
in the context of Covid-19 based on terror management theory. The findings contradict the theory
offering possible boundary conditions to the theory suggesting that the theory which is based
heavily on the Western concept of individualism may not be applicable to the Asian context, like
in Malaysia.
Keywords: materialism, social consumption motivation, terror management, fear of COVID-19
Recommended Citation: Toh, S. Y., & Yuan, S. W. (2021). Materialistic social consumption
amidst COVID-19 pandemic: Terror management theory in the Malaysia context. In C.
Cobanoglu, & V. Della Corte (Eds.), Advances in global services and retail management (pp. 1–
4). USF M3 Publishing. https://www.doi.org/10.5038/9781955833035
Literature
According to the theory of terror-management (Pyszczynski et al., 1997), people seek affirmation
of their lives through material consumption when faced with the realization of imminent death,
since material possessions are culturally appropriate indicators of achievement. At its heart, money
becomes a measure of self-worth and people internalize material consumption as a reaction to
conquer their fear of their insignificance in the shadow of death (Arndt et al., 2004). Consumption
is a means of removing the thoughts of death, as represented in the cultural worldview of "living
up to the standards of inherent value" (Pyszczynski et al., 1999, p. 2). Li et al. (2020) found that
the Covid-19 pandemic triggered impulsive consumption propensity which seems to be motivated
by materialistic inclination. Similarly, the fear of Covid-19 is posited as having a positive
moderating impact on the relationship between materialism and the motivation for social
consumption, based on the theory of terror management. This study investigates this rarely studied
materialistic social consumption motivation of Malaysians in the face of existential threat of death
amidst the devastating effects of Covid-19 pandemic in Malaysia (Kana, 2020).
Methods
A total of 167 completed questionnaires were completed online. The social consumption
motivation scale by Moschis (1981) was used based on a 4-item scale to capture responses to
questions like “Before purchasing a product, it is important to know what others think of people
who use certain brands or products”. Responses were captured using a 5-point Likert scale, where
1 = Strongly disagree and 5 = Strongly agree. Reliability reported was α = 0.83. Materialism scale
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by Richins and Dawson (1992) consisting of the 3 factors (Centrality, success, and happiness) was
used. A 5‐point Likert scale (1 = Strongly disagree, 5 = Strongly agree) was used to capture
responses. The reliability was reported for success (α = 0.61), centrality (α = 0.23), happiness (α =
0.55), and materialism (α = 0.69 for the combined scale). Heaney et al. (2005) registered similar
readings with data taken from Malaysian respondents. The 7-item unidimensional Fear of Covid19 scale developed by Ahorsu et al. (2020) was used. 5-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly disagree,
5 = Strongly agree) was used to capture responses to questions like, “I am most afraid of
coronavirus-19”, “It makes me uncomfortable to think about coronavirus-19”, and “My hands
become clammy when I think about coronavirus-19”. Reliability reported, α = 87.
Data Analysis
Correlation analysis of all scales shown on Table 1 reveals sufficient support for the hypotheses
developed in this study. Multiple regression analysis of the model was executed with Hayes
proceed macro (3.5) integrated in SPSS (Model 1) using 5,000 bootstrapping samples. The results
are shown in Table 2. The interaction of fear and materialism was significant [F (1, 163) = 3.5667,
p = 0.0607, ∆R2 = 0.0191). The interaction of fear and centrality was also significant [F (3, 163)
= 3.696, p = 0.0131, ∆R2 = 0.0637). Figure 1 shows the bootstrapped regression results in the
model (dotted lines show insignificant relationships) and Figure 2 shows the moderating effects of
materialism and centrality.
Table 1: Correlation Matrix
SCM
Fear
Material
Success
Centrality
Happiness

Mean
3.257
2.520
3.173
3.103
3.151
3.266

SD
1.010
0.900
0.474
0.600
0.485
0.697

1
1
.213**
.296**
.374**
.132
.191*

2

3

4

5

1
.212**
.191*
.227**
.111

1
.786**
.748**
.843**

1
.415**
.454**

1
.475**

*p<0.05, **p<0.01

Table 2: Bootstrapped Regression Results
Materialism
Materialism -> SCM
Fear -> SCM
Fear x Materialism -> SCM
(Conditional effects)
Low Fear
Mid Fear
High Fear
Centrality
Centrality -> SCM
Fear -> SCM
Fear x Centrality -> SCM
(Conditional effects)
Low Fear
Mid Fear
High Fear
Happiness
Happiness -> SCM
Fear -> SCM
Fear x Happiness -> SCM
Success
Success -> SCM
Fear-> SCM
Fear x Success -> SCM

B

SE

t-value

p-value

LLCI

ULCI

R2

1.349
1.571
-0.420

0.442
0.725
0.222

3.054
2.167
-1.889

0.003***
0.032**
0.061*

0.477
0.139
-0.859

2.222
3.002
0.019

0.127

0.929
0.510
0.090

0.248
0.163
0.301

3.751
3.136
0.298

0.000
0.002
0.766

0.440
0.189
-0.504

1.419
0.830
0.683

0.930
1.452
-0.378

0.463
0.711
0.224

2.008
2.041
-1.686

0.046**
0.043**
0.013*

0.016
0.048
-0.821

1.845
2.857
0.065

0.552
0.174
-0.205

0.265
0.162
0.288

2.085
1.072
-0.709

0.039
0.286
0.479

0.029
-0.146
-0.774

1.075
0.494
0.365

0.579
0.828
-0.168

0.333
0.542
0.160

1.741
1.527
-1.048

0.084*
0.129
0.296

-0.078
-0.243
-0.483

1.235
1.899
0.148

0.074

1.155
1.205
-0.313

0.309
0.514
0.157

3.735
2.342
-1.992

0.545
0.189
-0.623

0.545
0.189
-0.623

1.766
2.220
-0.003

0.177

∆R2

0.019

0.064
0.016

0.006

0.020

*p<0.1, **p<0.05, ***p<0.01
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The results indicate that fear of Covid-19 negatively moderation the relationship between
materialism and social consumption motivation. This is shown by the negative moderating effects
on the relationships between Materialism and SCM and between Centrality dimension and SCM.
These results contradict the expectations deduced from terror management theory.
Figure 1: Model Results

*p<0.05, **p<0.01

Figure 2: Moderating Effects

Conclusion
Terror management theory posits that in the face of existential threat of death consumers resort to
materialistic and social consumption to attenuate their fear. The findings in this study contradict
the theory. Although Malaysian consumers are materialistic, they are also pragmatic and during a
crisis they tend to behave conservatively. This dissimilar behaviour may be due to differences in
cultural orientation of high collectivism and high uncertainty avoidance (House et al., 2004).
Terror management theory is based on the assumptions of Western individualism and selfactualisation. Although the theory is applicable in the Western context, there is suggestion that it
may not be relevant in the Asian context. Similarly, Yen and Cheng (2010) drawing data from
Taiwan suggesting the Taiwanese tendence of resignation to fate as common reaction to death
instead of material consumption. This study suggests boundary conditions of terror management
theory could include collectivism and uncertainty avoidance. Collectivism can be observed in the
behaviours of Malaysians in quick compliance to government instructions of wearing mask (Azlan
et al., 2020; Wong & Alias, 2020). The social benefit of wearing a mask is observed in preventing
potential spread of the virus that supersedes individual inconveniences. Likewise, Azlan et al.

3

University of South Florida M3 Center Publishing

(2020) have documented risk-averse behaviors of Malaysians during the pandemic, such as the
avoidance of crowded places and hand hygiene.
Contributions
This study contributes to a better understanding of Malaysian consumer behaviour in social and
materialistic consumption during the Covid-19 pandemic and the applicability of terror
management theory in Malaysia. This study posits two boundary conditions to terror management
theory when applied in the Malaysian context. Future studies should investigate the moderating
effects of collectivism and uncertainty avoidance in similar model. Furthermore, social
consumption motivation should be distinguished in terms of status consumption - directed at self
and others (Turk & Ercis, 2017), conspicuous consumption - directed at other (Podoshen et al.,
2011), and hedonic-utilitarian consumption – directed at self (Ladeira et al., 2013).
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